James E. Martin

Adjunct Professor

Department of Geology
University of Louisiana, Lafayette
&
Executive Curator
Museum of Geology
South Dakota School of Mines and Technology

Giant Fossil Reptiles from
the Late Cretaceous of Antarctica
Their Interpretative Role in Climate and Dispersal

ABSTRACT

Recent expeditions to the southernmost continent have resulted in discoveries of
fossil reptiles, including mosasaurs, plesiosaurs, and dinosaurs. Weather,
distances, equipment, and limited personnel made recovery of these fossil
reptiles exceedingly difficult. High winds, ice, and snow nearly stopped the
recovery, but numerous specimens provided important glimpses into the Age of
Dinosaurs on the Antarctic Peninsula.

A variety of mosasaurs and plesiosaurs indicate, that even in the marine realm,
endemism occurred during the Late Cretaceous, approximately 65 to 70 million
years ago. The environment in which these fossils were entombed was a
shallow embayment in which numerous baby and juvenile marine reptiles lived
until they could face the dangers of the open ocean.

Volcanism appears to have played a significant role in the deaths and
preservation of many of these reptiles. In addition to the marine reptiles,
dinosaur remains were washed into the shallow sea. One dinosaur, a
carnivorous type, exhibits very primitive features, suggesting that Antarctica
served as a refugium for some reptiles. However, a hadrosaur indicates that
these herbivorous dinosaurs dispersed from North America through South
America to Antarctica. This dispersal may also explain how marsupial mammals
derived from North America may have eventually dispersed to Australia before
the continents drifted apart.

[Note from Web Manager:
http://www.nsf.gov/news/news summ.jsp?cntn_id=108195
For excellent photos of giant fossil reptiles and one of Dr. Martin’s expeditions.]
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